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The IT industry has more than its fair
share of fortunetellers. Analysts, con-

sultants and researchers delight in gazing
into their crystal balls, laying the tarot cards
on the table, swilling the tea leaves around
in the bottom of the cup (not so easy if you
use tea bags, of course), and announcing
portentously that the market share of
Technology X will grow by Y percent over
the next Z years — probably!

In the enterprise data center world, pre-
diction is an essential part of the planning
process. CIOs and IT strategists every-
where are planning for capacity growth
and tearing their hair out in an attempt to
accommodate the future requirements of
their business departments. For those
managing multiple platforms and hetero-
geneous networks, a little clairvoyance
can go a long way. Which products will be
around one or two years from now?
Which products will attract new third-
party applications and functionality?
Which products will still be actively sup-
ported by their vendors? Nobody really
knows, and the industry has become so
desperately unpredictable in recent months
that reliance on shrewd guesswork can
leave you seriously embarrassed.

Therefore, as you weigh the technological
options, are there any rules that can help
out? Well, by far the best way to reduce the
impact of an uncertain future is to change
as little as possible. Change for its own sake
is rarely a good idea. This business of ours
goes around and around in circles, and what
seemed like common sense a year or two
ago may now be derided as the height of
folly. We have moved from a highly cen-
tralized architecture, through various levels
of client/server distribution, back to a
model based on large servers and small
browsers. At any given time, the front-end

of an application needs to reflect the
user’s precise expectations, but what
about the back end, does that have to
change so radically?

This is where host integration and
transparency are key. It is quite feasible
to provide leading-edge, state-of-the-art
eBusiness applications based on those
same 3270 and 5250 protocols you have
been using for 30 years or more, and
where any hint of the restrictions tradi-
tionally associated with a mainframe
interface are concealed from view. By
employing tools that integrate Java and
XML with existing applications, of various
vintages, running on any number of main-
frames and AS/400s, you are allowing each
system to continue to perform the functions
for which it has been designed and opti-
mized. And while the front-end constantly
evolves, the various levels of application
and data services actually change very little.

However, providing access to back-end
data and processes is only part of the picture.
The important thing is to create an architec-
ture that allows flexible adaptation of the
user interface with little or no impact on the
back end. Anura Guruge, in his “i-BigBlue”
newsletter (www.arcati.com) cites a number
of case studies where these principles have
been taken firmly to heart. One example,
featuring the Web-based online ticket reser-
vation system at the Guthrie Theater in
Minneapolis, shows how ColdFusion
(Allaire) and iE ScreenSurfer (iE and Ives
Development, Inc.) are being used to gener-
ate XML and HTML on the fly from 5250
data streams. This has allowed the theater
to provide a highly impressive e-commerce
application, which has evolved directly
from a 20-year-old System/34.

Another example cites Mercedes-Benz
(Belgium), where customers are invited to

customize the car they order via a totally
flexible Web application. Behind the
front-end lies diverse applications running
on two mainframes as well as NT servers,
all integrated via NetManage’s OnWeb.

Here are just two organizations that
have reduced the risks associated with
technological uncertainty by minimizing
the level of change to their core back-end
systems. There are many others, includ-
ing heavyweights like American Airlines
and Charles Schwab, and vendors such as
IBM, BEA, Seagull, Attachmate, WRQ,
and Farabi are providing essential tools to
support this integration process.

While fashion and hyperbole, and, of
course, the personal preferences of the
CEO, dictate constant change at the user
interface level, the long-term success of
enterprise systems depends on stability and
steady evolution at the back-end. That way,
at least, we will not have to rely so heavily
on the fortunetellers.  

Mark Lillycrop is CEO of IT research and
education consultancy for Arcati, and can be
reached at mark@arcati.com.
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